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C. E. Dennis expanded his fa th e r ’s business
to become the “Watercress King. ”
(Photograph courtesy o f Barbara Ward)
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The Huntsville Depot and Dennis Watercress
CHRISTOPHER LANG
On July 10, 1969, the Huntsville Times lam ented the end o f an era.
That evening the last box o f watercress was being shipped out o f H unts
ville to New Orleans. The im portance o f such an event lay in the fact that
before becom ing “R ocket City U SA ,” Huntsville, Alabam a, was known as
“The W atercress Capital o f the W orld.” For half a century, from the early
1900s through the 1960s, w atercress was a significant crop shipped from
the area. Over two m illion bunches o f watercress were transported annu
ally from the H untsville Depot, m uch m ore than from any other place in
the United States. So why after such success had watercress gone by the
way sid e... or had it?
The success o f Huntsville watercress spans three generations o f the
Dennis family. The story begins with Frank Dennis, who as a young entre
preneur in 1874, began supplying watercress to restaurants and hotels around
his hom e in West Long Branch, New Jersey. Because dem and was so great,
his business grew to include a netw ork o f farm s in Pennsylvania, M ary
land, Virginia, and West Virginia. Harsh winters, which halted production
o f the delicate plant, were an ongoing problem. In 1908, Mr. Dennis was
drawn to North Alabama. The com bination o f a m ild clim ate and lim estone
springs made the area ideal for the growth o f watercress, especially during
the winter months. The productive w inter season would last from D ecem 
ber until May. To conduct his business throughout the year, Frank Dennis
bo u g h t a series o f ponds and d am m ed lakes fro m M o o re ’s M ill to
M eridianville. Extensive property was also leased from the Kelleys in Jeff,
the Acuffs in Ryland, the Drakes in M adison, and the Cochrans in New
Market.
The largest and m ost developed cress ponds were located around Jeff,
Alabama. Joshua Kelley and his family, who leased these cress ponds to
Dennis, were actively involved with the process. The wom en prepared meals
for the field workers while the men helped transport the watercress. Though
some types o f wild watercress native to North Alabam a were cultivated,
Dennis developed various strains referred to as Winter, Early Spring, and
Late Spring, to m axim ize production. Before modern machinery, plow
horses w ere used to cultivate and plant the m anm ade ponds. Dam s were
used to regulate the flow and height o f the spring water. Field workerswould
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bring in w agonloads of watercress cuttings and scatter them over the shal
low ponds to take root. Within a week, these plants started to grow and the
pond w ater was raised to half a foot. In four to six weeks, the area becam e
a m assive green carpet ready for harvest. In a productive year, as m any as
five crops could be gathered from one planting. The cutters wore hip boots
and w orked in tandem across the ponds. With sharp knives and twine, the
watercress was collected in bunches and delivered in tubs to the washing
and pre-cooling plant. Because the watercress had to rem ain fresh and be
shipped quickly, the packing house was located near the Huntsville Depot
on M onroe Street. The watercress was packed with ice in barrels and cov
ered with burlap for transportation by railroad. The close proxim ity o f the
ponds to the Dennis W atercress buildings and the H untsville D epot m ade a
successful combination.

Before modern machinery, plow horses were used to cultivate and p lant
the manm ade ponds. (Photograph courtesy o f Dennis fam ily)
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The cutters wore hip boots and worked in tandem across the ponds.
(Photograph courtesy o f Dennis fam ily)

D etail o f watercress pon d ready fo r harvest.
(Photograph by Christopher Lang)
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Frank died in 1922. His son, Charles Edward Dennis, took over the
burgeoning business. At this time watercress shipments began to be packed
with ice, in sm aller custom made wooden boxes lined with parchm ent,
w hich were designed to be sent via express service. Express cars m oved
on passenger trains and provided the country with a highly integrated trans
port system. A map o f the Southern Railway, published in 1914, indicates
how extensive and interconnected the railroads were at this time. Notably
in 1918, the Am erican Railway Express Com pany had been m erged out of
existing com panies by the federal government, as a result o f World W ar I.
A decade later the main railroad com panies o f the country banded together,
bought, and renam ed the com pany the Railway Express Agency. Thus the
Railway Express Agency was able to deliver boxes o f Dennis W atercress
to practically any destination quickly and cheaply.
C. E. Dennis possessed a keen interest in the growth o f watercress,
coupled with a strong work ethic and discipline, which produced a thriving
concern. Besides packing and shipping innovations, he was responsible for
im provem ents relating to soil conservation, insect and weed control, and
w ater purity, and becam e a leading authority on watercress. C. E. Dennis
was forem ost an indefatigable prom oter o f the business and was nicknam ed
the “W atercress King.” A remark he said in jest - “W hen I get Dick Tracy
or Superm an to eat watercress like Popeye eats spinach, then I’ll be a con
tented m an.”- conveyed his alm ost missionary zeal. Num erous items such
as m atchbooks, playing cards, wildlife calendars, and recipe books were
printed with the Dennis logo and distributed to customers. Before his death
in 1951, the com pany had been incorporated and was able to continue un
der fam ily control. His daughter Nancy, and two sons, E. Frost and C. E.
Jr., all becam e involved with the business.
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Promotional items provided by Dennis Watercress.
(Photographs by Christopher Lang)
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From its inception, the com pany made a deliberate attem pt to supply
not only the food industry, but also very prestigious establishm ents. As
wholesale dealers, Dennis W atercress sold to com m issioned m erchants,
hotels, restaurants, steamships, and railway com panies. M oreover, because
o f the favorable growing conditions, Huntsville became recognized as the
m ost productive and desirable site for the cultivation of watercress. B uild
ing on this reputation as the best, the great chefs and restaurants w anted
H untsville w atercress - A ntoine’s and B rennans in New O rleans, the
W aldorf-A storia in New York, and the Drake Hotel and Palm er H ouse in
Chicago, even the W hite House in W ashington D. C.
D uring their royal tour in 1939, King George VI and Queen Elizabeth
o f the U nited Kingdom were served Dennis W atercress at the state banquet
given in their honor at the W hite House. Mrs. H enrietta Nesbit, the W hite
House executive housekeeper, provided the following recipe:

Frozen Cheese and Cress Salad
1 teaspoon gelatin
1 cup hot water
Vi lb. C ream cheese
1 cup heavy cream

lA cup cold water
Vi teaspoon salt
1 small tin pim ientos
1 bunch Dennis W atercress

Soak gelatin in cold water. Add the hot water, salt, and strain. Set aside
to barely solidify. Then beat until fluffy. Fold in cream cheese. Add pim ientos cut in bits and lastly the cream. Put in molds to set. Serve on a bed
o f watercress.

The popularity of the plant expanded among the Am erican public. With
such publicity, the tasty plant became the rage, and was distributed by rail
way express from the Huntsville Depot to every state east o f the Rockies.
Perhaps the biggest breakthrough that the Dennis Com pany achieved in
expanding its business was placing watercress on the Defense Departm ent
Procurem ent List. This list provided guidelines for standard items to be
stocked in com m issaries. Public food stores were quick to follow such
suggestions. So, in addition to some seven hundred and fifty regular ac
counts, superm arket grocery chains were now also full time custom ers.
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Recipe booklet. (Photograph by Christopher Lang)

M artinsburg, West Virginia, was the m ain office of the com pany and
Huntsville, Alabama, becam e the w inter headquarters. W hen the Dennis
family cam e down during the winter, they would stay at the Russel Erskine
Hotel in downtown Huntsville, just a few blocks from the packing plant
and the Huntsville Depot. The Yankee roots o f the Dennis fam ily were
planted in Alabam a soil in 1946 when W alter Jackson Byrne, a native o f
H untsville and son-in-law o f C. E. Dennis, was appointed Vice President
and H untsville M anager o f Dennis W atercress. Though H untsville was
hom e to N ancy and W alter Byrne, their daughter B arbara (still a H untsville
resident) spent several sum m ers as a child at Crystal Spring Farm in West
Virginia, among the ponds o f watercress. In 1947, the Huntsville packing
house was enlarged. U nder B yrne’s long tenure, the Huntsville branch
continued to expand, and em ployed as many as 40 people. During the next
decade, a total o f 50 acres o f ponds were under cultivation locally.
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Dennis Packing Plant and office in Huntsville. (Photograph courtesy
Huntsville M adison County Public Library. Inset o f young C. E. Jr. in
foreground, courtesy o f Barbara Ward)

M embers o f the Kelley fa m ily from Jeff, Alabama, by their trucks with
carts o f barrels fille d with watercress ready fo r shipm ent fro m the
H untsville Depot. (Photograph courtesy o f the late Catherine G illiam )
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In contrast to the 1950s, during which the Dennis Com pany flourished,
the decade o f the 1960s was a sluggish time for business. Perhaps as the
novelty dim inished and its availability increased, watercress began to be
taken for granted by the public. Ineffective chem ical fertilizers and increas
ingly cold winters were also hurting production. In 1965, many o f the w a
tercress ponds were infested with leaf spot fungus. A fter a bitter lawsuit,
Railway Express, once the key to quick distribution, discontinued ship
ments o f watercress. M anagem ent issues, inflation, and wage pressure also
contributed to the dem ise o f Dennis W atercress. Ultimately, the H untsville
plant closed when the building was condem ned by the housing authority
for an urban renewal project. In 1969, the Dennis W atercress Com pany
moved to South Florida to take advantage o f a m ilder clim ate and better
trucking and road transportation. M ost o f the ponds in M adison County
were sold at this time. The com pany did continue, however, to operate its
successful watercress ponds in New M arket under the direction o f Bobby
Billions. The springs there generated 20 m illion gallons o f water per day,
with an ideal constant tem perature o f 68 degrees in 18 ponds.

Watercress ponds near N ew Market, along the Flint River. G rassed dams
used to separate the individual ponds provide truck access today.
(Photograph by Christopher Lang)
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Watercress ponds near New Market. (Photograph by Christopher Lang)

Nearly a century after Frank Dennis began selling wild w atercress
from his property in West Long Branch, New Jersey, Dennis W atercress
was taken over by an old rival company. Sharing many parallel experi
ences, B & W Quality Growers, a Florida based company, purchased D en
nis W atercress in 1973. The owner, Richard Burgoon, com es from a fam 
ily business over 130 years old. Robert Burgoon, his nephew, now runs the
New M arket operation. B & W Quality Growers, the largest grow er o f
watercress today, operates in six states from Pennsylvania to Florida and
em ploys about 60 people. Besides the traditional ice packed bunches, the
innovative com pany also offers the bouquet style Euro W rap sleeve and
loose leaves in cello or re-sealable bags which are packed and shipped
from the processing plant in New M arket and its other locations.
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Box o f B & W Euro Wrap sleeved bunches o f watercress.
(Photograph courtesy o fB & W Quality Growers)
Evolving m arketing factors have changed the distribution o f water
cress. Back in 1960, during the heyday o f Dennis W atercress and railroad
transportation, term inal markets, such as New York, Chicago, and New
Orleans, com prised 70 percent o f the distribution. Sales staffs were lo
cated at each o f these main hubs. By contrast, in 1990, only 20 percent of
watercress was shipped to term inal markets. The custom er and the public
at large are more savvy about shelf life, sanitation and preserving tem pera
ture. To ensure a quality product B & W Quality Grow ers operates a m i
crobiology lab full-time. For efficiency, refrigerated express trucks “make
the cold chain” deliveries direct to the dealers and m arketplaces. Outside
the United States, B & W Quality G row ers deals with a broad international
market, exporting watercress via airfreight to England, France, Canada,
South Am erica, and the Caribbean Islands. Perhaps w hat has allowed this
agribusiness to succeed into the 21st century is that young family m em bers
are willing to carry on the tradition.
M ost people probably still think that watercress is ju st a tasty garnish.
N ot so! It appears watercress is a healthy food, as well as a m edicine. U sed
in earlier days to stave off scurvy, watercress m ay also help inhibit to
bacco-related cancers and other lung diseases. The plant, a m em ber o f the
m ustard family, is rich in vitamins A, B, C and E and also contains both
calcium and iron. The A m erican Indians used watercress to dissolve kid
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ney stones and purify the blood. Irish monks called it “pure food for sages”
and the G reeks believed that watercress com bined with vinegar w ould cure
an individual with a deranged mind. The Greeks and Persians fed w ater
cress to their soldiers and noticed the im provem ent of their health. Lew is
& C lark found watercress growing in several areas during their two year
odyssey. W atercress has been recom m ended to cure migraines, and in some
countries, people hold a bunch together by the stems and eat the tops as one
eats an ice cream cone. Considered a traditional Southern treat, watercress
can be used in sauces, sandwiches, soups, salads, stuffing, breads, veg
etable and main dishes, and cocktails. If cooked later, watercress can be
frozen so that it lasts longer.

Promotional Items from Dennis Watercress.
(Photograph by Christopher Lang)

The Dennis Com pany published a booklet o f recipes for dom estic and
institutional use prom oting the num erous fine qualities o f their superior
scientifically cultivated” watercress. A disclaimer gave fair warning: “Only
Dennis W atercress was used in testing the recipes, however, so we do not
recom m end them for use in the preparation o f dishes which include the use
o f any watercress other than Dennis W atercress.” A sim ple fam ily favorite
was:
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Watercress a‘ la Dennis
Vi teaspoon white pepper

1 cup olive oil

Vz teaspoon horseradish
Vz teaspoon m ustard
1 teaspoon sugar
V3 cup cider vinegar

1 teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon Lee & Perrins
1 teaspoon paprika
bunches o f W atercress

Put all ingredients in bowl with a piece o f ice about the size o f an egg.
W hip until com pletely mixed. For each portion o f salad, chop 1 slice of
crisp bacon, 1 shallot. Toss with an am ple dish o f Dennis Watercress.

Cream of Watercress Soup
1 tablespoon butter

2 celery tops

1 tablespoon flour
1 teaspoon salt
Vs teaspoon pepper

1 slice onion
1 bunch Dennis W atercress
2 cups m ilk

M elt butter in top o f double boiler. Blend in flour and seasonings. Add
milk, celery and onion. C over and cook over hot w ater until slightly thick
ened, stirring occasionally. Rem ove onion and celery. Add watercress
which has been put through food chopper or blender. H eat and serve.

Carrot Watercress Sandwiches
1 Vz cups shredded carrots

!4 teaspoon grated onion

1 teaspoon salt
half bunch D ennis W atercress

lA cup m ayonnaise

Com bine all ingredients except watercress. M ix thoroughly. Add finely
chopped watercress and mix well. Yield: about 10 medium size sand
wiches.
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